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To my mind, today’s gospel lesson presents one of the most difficult-to-implement 
teachings of Jesus.  We don’t know what prompts Peter to do this, but he comes 
to Jesus to ask him how many times he must forgive someone who sins against 
him.  Scholars disagree on Jesus’ exact words.  He says either seventy-seven 
times, or seventy times seven times, but either way, it doesn’t matter.  We all 
agree on what he means, which is: a lot.  Every time.  Always. 

Doing that seems like an impossibility to us, but let’s be honest.  Even if Jesus had 
said a reasonable number like three times, I think we’d probably still be shaking 
our heads at the enormity of the task.  Because forgiving others is hard.  One of 
my favorite authors, C.S. Lewis, put it well in the book Mere Christianity.  He said, 
"[I used to think] that chastity was the most unpopular of all the Christian virtues. 
But [that might not be] right… Everyone says forgiveness is a lovely idea, until 
they have something to forgive."i  

Ironically, this lectionary reading from Matthew comes up every three years right 
around the anniversary of 9/11.  We understandably struggle with what 
forgiveness means in the face of enormous evil like 9/11, or the holocaust, and 
with good reason.  But we don’t need an extreme example to know that 
forgiveness is a struggle.  Is it really any easier to forgive a friend who has 
betrayed us in some way?  Forgiveness on any level is a complex emotional and 
spiritual process.  It is hard for us, period. 

Jesus illustrates this point with a parable.  A king’s servant owes him an enormous 
sum of money – more money than the servant could ever possibly hope to repay.  
The king forgives the servant his debt, but on the way out, the servant meets 
someone who owes him some money – a trifling sum compared to the amount of 
the debt that has just been forgiven.  Yet the servant demands full payment, and 
has the debtor thrown into prison until he pays what he owes. 

When the king learns what has happened, he is furious that after he had forgiven 
such a huge debt, the ungrateful servant had refused to forgive another.  He is so 
angry that he turns the ungrateful servant over to be tortured until he pays what he 
owes.  For this servant, apparently forgiveness is just something that happened to 
him that is of no special significance.  It’s a lucky break for him, certainly, but it 
seems to mean little more than that.  Maybe he believes that he is actually entitled 
to forgiveness for some special reason, while the man who owes him money is 
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not.  In any event, it wasn’t something that fundamentally changed the way he 
viewed the world.   

Jesus makes it very easy for us to despise and condemn this servant.  How can 
that be?  How can being relieved of a burden that he could never hope to escape 
by himself not transform this man?  How could he not see what an extraordinary 
gift he had received from the king?  How can he not want to treat his debtor the 
same way? 

God’s forgiveness is a gift beyond measure.  It is grace – unconditional, unearned.  
There is a beautiful illustrative story I read onceii that involved a young shepherd 
girl in a far-away country.  One day she announced to the town that Jesus 
regularly visited her to talk as she watched her flock at night.  The fame of the 
young girl spread, and soon people were traveling great distances to meet and 
speak with her. 

The priest in the local church decided that he needed to nip this nonsense in the 
bud, and he summoned her to the local church.  After interrogating her at length, 
he decided to ask her some theological questions for Jesus to answer.  Several 
days later the girl returned, and recited the correct answers.  The priest knew that 
this uneducated young girl had not come up with the answers herself, and he was 
sure she hadn’t talked to Jesus.  He suspected that someone who was in on the 
fraud was helping her. 

At last, he hit on the perfect plan.  He instructed her to ask Jesus the answer to a 
question that only Jesus would know.  He told her, “The next time you see Jesus, 
ask him what sin I confessed to him in my prayers this morning.”  Once again she 
returned and said that Jesus had been to see her.  “And did you ask him what sin I 
confessed to him?” the priest demanded.  She responded that she had.  “What did 
Jesus say?” asked the priest.  She answered simply, “He said, ‘I’ve forgotten.’” 

Oftentimes as a pastor I have had people come to me tell me about something 
they’ve done.  Sometimes they ask whether I think God can forgive them.  I always 
answer honestly that there is nothing in the Bible that is clearer than the promise 
of God’s forgiveness.  “If we claim to be without sin, we deceive ourselves and the 
truth is not in us.  If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us 
our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness.” (1 John 1:8-9) If we confess our 
sins, God is faithful.  God will forgive us and purify us.  I cannot conceive of a God 
of love who does not forgive any sin, no matter how horrifying. 

Many of us have probably experienced the feeling of being unforgiven, and maybe 
even unforgivable.  Seventeen years ago I had an object lesson in living an 
unforgiven life.  In my last corporate job as chief financial officer of a company, I 
reported to the president of the company, a former chief financial officer.  I can tell 
you that nature has no fury like a boss who has done your job, perfectly, and also 
likes to micromanage.  The result of my partnership with the president of the 
company was very simply the worst year of my life. 
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Do you know the feeling of getting the message day in and day out that nothing 
you do is good enough – that you are continually making mistakes that can never 
be fixed?  You take it home with you at night, and dread going back in the 
morning.  Soon, I began to believe that I really couldn’t do anything right.  Worse, I 
started do things that I knew were wrong (not morally wrong, but wrong in a 
business sense) because I was determined to assert my independence from my 
boss by disagreeing with him, even when he was right!   

It eventually began to affect how I managed.  Soon, nothing my team did was ever 
good enough, either.  What I was doing was taking the lack of grace that I felt in 
my own situation and spreading it around to other people.   

When we fail to see that we are forgiven people, we cannot see that we owe 
forgiveness to others because of what God first gave us.  We are just like the 
servant in the parable, with no grace to offer anyone else. 

The parable that Jesus tells today is the very heart of the gospel message – the 
“good news.”  It’s the story of our salvation, writ small.  Since Adam and Eve first 
put their wills above God’s, humans have confused being free with being 
independent from God, and have run up a massive debt of sin.  God didn’t turn us 
over to be tortured, but we were stuck in torment of our own making, estranged 
from God and from each other.  Like the debtors in Jesus’ story, we were 
powerless to pay the debt we owed, and no one on earth could pay it for us.  God 
wanted to do something for us.   

Jesus’ parable deviates slightly, but importantly, from the real story.  God didn’t 
simply cancel our debt, like the king in the parable did for the unfaithful servant.  
The God who loves us beyond our imagining became one of us in Christ, and paid 
the debt for us on the cross. 

Christ has released us from the burden of guilt and sin.  And today’s text really 
calls us to ponder the question of exactly how our lives would be different if we 
were to live them as if we knew in the very fibers of our beings that our debts are 
all paid, and the prison doors are open.  What would it mean for us today to begin 
living as forgiven people?  And as forgiven people, how should we respond to 
those who owe us just a tiny fraction of what we have been forgiven by God? 

How many times are you expected to forgive your brothers and sisters?  Maybe 
Peter’s question is best answered with another question.  “How many times has 
God forgiven you?” 

i C.S. Lewis, Mere Christianity (New York, Simon & Schuster. 1980) 104. 
ii   I heard this story many years ago, and have tried without success to find where it came from.  If you 

know, let me know.   

                                                 


